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enial or antipathetic to economic studies is an arguable question. 
Studies of the development of jitsugaku suggest that economic- 
studies emerged as a form of Neo-Confucian self-criticism. At the 
same time, however, studies of the political economy of later 
dynasties in China (as represented in the U.S. by Prof. Ray Hu- 
ang), suggest that Neo-Confucian education was far from ad- 
equate to deal with the massive economic problems which arose in 
the mature civilizations of pre-modern East asia. 

By contrast, we might take Mao Tse-tung’s unsuccessful battles 
with bureaucratization, and the frustration of his perpetual revo- 
lution against it, as the occasion for a reexamination of Neo-Con- 
fucian struggles with the same problem. What was seen fifty ye- 
ars ago as a failure of Neo-Confucian reformism to cope with the.- 
evils of the dynastic state may not be judged so unfeelingly and 
harshly today in view of Mao’s own tragic failure to cope with 
bureaucratic vested interests and factionalism. 

What I mean to suggest by these few brief and inadequate ex- 
amples is not that we are about to witness the resurgence of Ne- 
o-Confucianism itself as a political philosophy or as an independ- 
ent system of thought. In my opinion if Neo-Confucianism has a 
future, it must be as one element in a new liberal humanism. 
This will emerge as a synthesis of previously self-contained syst- 
ems which must now be opened up to one another if they are to- 
fulfill a common destiny. But from Neo-Confucian studies that 
liberal humanism will have a wealth of experience to draw upon, 
for enrichment of human life and for dealing with some of it 
perennial problems. 
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only to an idealized past and lamenting contemporary decadence. 
If he did not have a utopian of the future, i.e., a new view of 
an inexorable process of improvement in human affairs, he did 
have a keen appreciation both of ideals from the past and of the 
individual contributions made by contemporary (Ming) thinkers to 
the achievement and elaboration of those ideals in the present. He 
thought in terms of growth not decay and decline. 

It is in these terms that one must think today if one would 
hope to reaifirm or repossess the values of the Confucian past. No 
one can imagine that it is possible to return to the world of Chu- 
Hsi or Yi Toegye or Tokugawa Confucianism. Those worlds aro 
gone and their forms of Neo-Confucianism cannot be resurrected. 
They can be revived only in the sense that, by coming to a true 
understanding and assessment of their value for their own time, 
we may learn how man can be challenged by past ideas and achie- 
vements to expect no less of himself in the present and future. 

The term Neo-Confucianism is a Western concept and reflects 
a Western view of history. The Sung masters did not stress ne- 
wness so much as reaffirmation of ancient values. It is olny we 
who can see, in the perspective of history, that what they did 
went beyond anything done in the past. On the other band, Chu 
Hsi himself was not aware that the Sung masters wore making 
unprecedented contributions to the growth of the Confucian tra- 
dition. Thus he spoke of the Ch’eng brothers as developing a 
system of mind culture such as Confucianism had not possessed 
before. 

From the reexamination of this tradition today we can expect 
both its strengths and weaknesses to emerge in clearer relief. 
For instance, it has long been felt that the Neo-Confucians pro- 
occupation with ethereal ideals blinded them to certain economic 
realities. Whether Neo-Confucian philosophy was actually uncong- 
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the individual scholar is often more widely revealed in fiction 
than in polite letters. 

7. In the life of Confucianism and Neo-Confucianism, as in all 
major traditions, there are patterns or cycles in the repossess- 
ion of the legacy of the past and in alienation from it. This is 
true in the lives of individuals who break with immediately 
received tradition and are reconverted to it in altered form 
often by choosing different models in the past or recreating 
them. It also seems to be true in the lives of dynasties and of 
schools of thought within a period. A better understanding of 
these patterns of alienation from and repossession of past idea- 
ls, often as part of the process of coming to terms with one’s 
actual circumstances, is needed if we are to appreciate the cre- 
ative, developmental character of what often appears to be a 
break with the past but usually turns out to be a reaffirmation 
of it in a new form. 

These are a few examples of the types of studies which a clo- 
ser acquaintance with Neo-Confucian thought suggests are needed 
if we are to learn all that we might from the uncovering of its 
deeper roots and complex inner life. 

By these means we may come to recognize today the value of 
Neo-Confucian thought as a whole in much the same way as Hu- 
ang Tsung-hsi affirmed the value of Ming thought in his Ming-ju 
hsueh-an. 

It must be understood, however, that Huang Tsung-hsi affirmed 
the value of Neo-Confucianism on the basis that it represented a 
pluralistic tradition, open to new possibilities and tolerant of di- 
vergent views. His standpoint was not that of the die-hard cons- 
ervative hugging on to constant values from the past and defying 
the forces of change. One cannot really call him a progressive 
in the modern sense, but neither was he a reactionary looking 
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one thinker or school or period to another. In this connection, 
since discontinuities tend to attract more notice than continuities, 
it becomes vital to identify those concepts which are most in 
dispute precisely because they are central, unifying concepts. 
Despite differences of interpretation they remain centrally at 
issue, or if at some point they cease to be so crucial, even their 
new irrelevance becomes noteworthy, 

3. The organization, methods, lifestyle and lifecycle of schools of 
thought, literary societies and other forms of association among 
leaders of thought The influence of social and political change is 
most readily detected in the life of these organizations. But in 
this process we should not overlook the possibility, . . . that 
certain values maintained their attractive, galvanizing power as 
dominant shared ideals in the midst of political and social change. 

4. The major and persistent role of ritual in Chinese life. The 

inattention to this nonverbal element in thought can only be 
regarded as a blindness in modern scholarship to what was dee- 
ply implicit in traditional cultures. The great symbolic import- 
ance of ritual led societies as different as China, Japan and Ko- 
rea to take a strong interest in Neo-Confucian ritual, and we 
cannot underestimate the universality of that impulse by reduc- 
ing ritual to a purely ideological function as defined in particu- 
laristic, institutional terms. 

5. The importance to individuals and schools of specific methods 
of self-cultivation, such as quiet-sitting or Taoist psycho-phys- 
iological disciplines or ledgers of merit and demerit suggest ihat 
there is much here of potential value for the study of compar- 
ative religion and developmental psychology. 

€. Literature remains an underutilized source for the study of 
thought patterns which underlie more formal philosophical and 
scholarly movements. The situation of the educated class and 



10. As part of the processes of redefinition implied in 2, 4, and 9, 
a return to the original essence of Confucianism, away from 
Sung metaphysics and back to the personal example and teach- 
ing of Confucius. 

11. A tendency for the original theistic element in the classical 
Confucian concept of Heaven to reassert itself as against the 
pantheistic metaphysics of Chu Hsi. (This tendency in late Ming 
thought proved to have special significance not only for Christ- 
ianity but for early Tokugawa Confucianism.) 

12. A continuing, more intensive study of the classics, both as 
models (literary, social) and as sources of authority appealed to 
in philosophical disputes, with a consequent refinement of text 
criticism reflecting the new awareness of historical, linguistic 
and philosophical change. 

Though these characterizations apply best to the mainstream of 
Neo-Confucianism, the energies of that extensive movement reac- 
hed out to other areas of thought in religion, art, literature, poli- 
tics and social organization, which it is not possible to survey here 
though the conference volumes do treat them to some defree. For 
the present purpose it may be more useful to suggest-again much 
too cursorily and only in outline- -the need for further studies to 
follow up our initial explorations. 

1. The first priority must always go to what remain the basic 
building blocks of intellectual and religious history-studies of 
individual thinkers and translations of major works. Because of 
the Ming proclivity for action however, and its distaste for mere 
verbosity and pedantry, biographical materials may count for 
more than writing as exemplifications of thought in action, and 
may have a greater pertinence in the Ming than in other peri- 
ods. 

2 . Studies of ideas and concepts as they undergo change from 
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2. Emphasis on actual experience (skih-chien) which involved tes- 
ting truths in daily life and responding to the needs of one's 
own time and place, drawing upon the traditional values as rel- 
evant to the present. Hence: 

3. Awareness of the needs of the present and immediate utility 
(Jik-yung). 

4. Awareness of the contemporary situation as irreversibly diffe- 
rent from the past, thus heightening the sense of history (espe- 
cially the distinctive features of recent history) as contrasted to 
idealization of the past. 

5. Vitalism and a sense of the unfailling creativity (sheng shengy 
of Heaven and earth. 

6. Increasing emphasis on the reality of the physical world {ch'iy 
and the physical self (ck’i-chik), expressed philosophically in a 
monism of ch’i and intellectually in the study of principles inh- 
ering in concrete forms (e.g., the kind of naturalism and emp- 
iricism seen in Lo Ch’in-shun Cl465~1547) as just one example 
out of many). 

7. A critical rationalism which reflects the influence of both Bud- 
dhist skepticism and Neo-Confucian detachment on scholarly 
inquiry and empirical studies, and also the kind of Weberian 
“rationality* implicit in Wang Yang-ming’s view of knowledge 
as a process of continuing experience and re-evaluation. 

8. A deeper humanism, with the above-mentioned critical rational- 
ism helping to overcome some of the more ethnocentric, rigoris- 
tic tendencies in the original Neo-Confucianism, and encouraging 
an openness to new experience and a search for the common 
spiritual and moral ground among religions. 

9. A syncretic trend which, in asserting the complementarity and 
respective contributions of the Three Teachings helped to rede- 
fine what was most essential in Confucianism. 
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■within Neo-Confucian orthodoxy. Thus, not only is Ming thought 
as a whole more pluralistic and polychrome than had been reali- 
zed, but the same is true of Neo-Confucian orthodoxy itself. 

Second, in a broader and deeper sense than was recognized 
heretofore Ming thought from the beginning, and not just the 
Wang Yang-ming school, centered on the study and cultivation of 
the mind. The school of the mind is not to be identified solely with 
the schools and also other schools of a synthetic character. 

Third, this stress on the mind appears very early in Ming 
thought and reflects the Cheng-Chu inheritance from the Sung and 
Yuan. It is not an innovation of the Ming. More characteristic of the 
Ming is its activist character (as exemplified by Wang Yang-ming 
himself). Indeed the general trend of Ming thought is introvers- 
ion to extroversion; from the metaphysical speculation and conte- 
mplative character of Sung thought to the more practical concer- 
ns of Ming. 

Fourth, as we have probed more deeply into Ming thought and 
as the continuities with what went before and followed after be- 
came equally as apparent as the discontinuities, the Ming roots 
of major developments in the early Ch’ing and in Tokugawa Jap- 
an came increasingly to light. It was to follow up these discoveries 
that the conferences on seventeenth century thought and the com- 
panion study on the Ming-Tokugawa relationship were undertaken. 

In these new perspectives it has become possible to identify so- 
me broad characteristics or tendencies in Ming to establish links 

with other traditions, periods and cultures. Briefly stated, these 
are: 

1. A decline in rationalistic metaphysics in favor of personal exp- 
erience of the truth in practice (t'i-jen), including various for- 
mal practices, e.g., “quiet-sitting” which fostered a sense of 
inferiority, self-consciousness, and individualism. 
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dox Neo-Confucian predecessors. In this respect there was in fact 
a spiritual kinship between Chu Hsi and Wang Yang-ming despite 
their philosophical differences. Chu Hsi was himself a non-confor- 
mist vis-a-vis the official orthodoxy of his own lim? and won acc- 
eptance as orthodox in spite of the establishment. 

From this tension, as well as, from the tensions among the dis- 
parate elements delicately balanced in Chu Hsi’s thought it-self, 
arose a diversity of trends in the development of Neo-Confucian- 
ism, as most of your well know. Whan viewed in the larger per- 
spective of the historical process in China, Korea and Japan with a 
sensitivity to the tensions and alternatives existing within the 
system, Neo-Confucianism may be said to manifest continuing, 
irrepressible growth rather than prolonged festering stagnation. 

Interpretations may vary in their emphasis on the old and the 
new, the elements of continuity and discontinuity, depending upon 
the importance one attaches to preserving enduring values or to 
their adaptation in new circumstances, but in any case one can 
no longer ignore the luxuriant growth which took place. For a 
symposium which marked the publication of the Ming Biographi- 
cal Dictionary in 1976, I had occasion to review the changes in 
our perception of Neo-Confucian thought in the Ming period as 
we have studied it in recent years. At the risk of belaboring 
some points which will seem obvious to you, I should like to offer 
them here for your confirmation or correction; 

First, we have become aware of the distinctive features of 
Ming thought in terms not only of new departures from Neo-Con- 
fucian orthodoxy but also of new developments within the frame- 
work of orthodoxy. That is, besides the commanding figure of 
Wang Yang-ming, conventionally and simplisticallj identified as a 
dissenter from Cheng-Chu orthodoxy, we have identified major 
figures and schools representing a diversity of positions and roles 
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system of thought which had served as the orthodoxy of an auth- 
oritarian, dynastic state resistant to all change. Typically this view 
abstracted certain elements from Chu Hsi’s teaching, whether eth- 
ical or metaphysical, to present a highly structured model of Neo 
Confucianism which corresponded closely to the pattern of an au- 
thoritarian state and social order, 

Some plausibility attaches to this view from the long association 
of Confucianism with the Chinese state, and that state’s efforts to 
define Confucian orthodoxy for its own purposes. Especially does 
this appear to be true of Neo- Confucianism, a mature and highly 
developed form of the teaching, which grew up in the shadow of 
a similarly mature and highly developed system of state power. 
-By extension from this relative stability of dynastic institutions a 
■similar fixity of Neo-Confucian doctrine had often been assumed. 

Even in the Chinese case however (to say nothing of Japanese 
or Korean variants), this represents a vast over simplification. 
It is true that for over half a millenium a highly abbreviated 
form of Chu Hsi teaching was installed in the civil service exam- 
inations and perpetuated with little change from the Ming to the 
Ching. Despite this the 17th Century scholar Ku Yen-wu fulmina- 
ted at length over the infiltration and subversion of the examina- 
tions by the teachings of Wang Yang-ming. Here one perceives 
the helplessness of any formal system, however entrenched, to 
repress or even to resist by simple inertia the vital thought pro- 
cesses set in motion by the Sung master themselves. In fact the 
Neo-Confucian thought of the Ming period is deeply affected by 
the intense conflict which emerged from the confrontation of such 
orthodox Confucians as Fang Hsiao-ju and Wu Yu-pi with the des- 
potism cf the Yung-lo emperor. How to achieve and preserve the 
integrity of the Sage in the midst of such despotism and corrup- 
tion was the problem Wang Yang-ming inherited from his ortho- 
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the Eastern U.S. and has a large number of corresponding mem* 
bers throughout the U.S., Europe and Asia. Besides disseminating 
the monthly proceedings of the group, members have been active 
in organizing panels on Neo-Confucian studies in meetings of pro* 
fessional societies, especially the Association for Asian Studies, 
and at the last two international Congresses of Orientalists. At 
the last annual meeting of the AAS in New York there was a 
panel discussion dsvoted exclusively to the great work of Huang 
Li-chou, the Ming-ju Hsueh-an. Seven scholars participated in the 
symposium and more than 200 at tended-this for a work almost 
unknown in the U.S. two decades ago. The same seminar group 
will sponsor a multi-volume series of Sottrcts of Neo-Confucian Tra- 
dition covering virtually all of East Asia, a project which will pro- 
bably take 6 or 7 years to accomplish. 

By these efforts, and by the parallel project to produce the basic 
historical reference work, the 2-volume Dictionary of Ming Biogra- 
phy, we have made great progress in opening up the field for study 
and creating a new generation of young scholars who will have 
the competence to do solid research. 

In this process I believe we have also learned some things about 
Neo-Confucianism which were not appreciated before, except per- 
haps by a few scholars. If I were to attempt to characterize bri- 
efly these new perceptions, I should do it in terms of the vitality 
and diversity of the Neo-Confucian tradition. This stands in cont- 
rast to an earlier view which saw the tradition as static, fixed and 
unchanging. 

There are several reasons for the prevalence of the earlier view. 
In the West and durng the early 19th century the view of China, 
homeland of Neo-Confucianism, as stagnant in the centuries befo- 
re the modern era, was given wide currency by such influential 
thinkers as Hegel and Weber, who saw Neo-Confueianism as a closed 
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overlooked because contemporary scholarship places an inordinate 
value on new findings in research or on methodological innovati- 
on, so that the most trivial of scholarly “discoveries’ takes prec- 
edence over the translation of even a major classic. In terms of 
its historic significance however, I believe that the present effort 
to make Neo-Confucian writings available in Western languages 
may have a significance comparable to the work of Kumarajiva 
and others in translating the Buddhist canon into Chinese, or to 
the work of nineteenth century scholars in translating the Confu- 
cian classics into Western languages. Especially to be noted here 
are the translations into English by Wing-tsit Chan of major wor- 
ks by Chu Hsi and Wang Yang-ming. 

Secondly, we have had a continuing series of research confere- 
nces which have helped younger scholars to enter the field and 
develop the great potential for the study of Neo-Confucianism. 
The results of these studies have been published in Self and Society 
in Ming Thought, in The Unfolding of Neo-Confucianism, and in a spe- 
cial volume of studies devoted to Wang Yang-Ming on the 400th 
anniversary of his birth. Another volume, Neo-Confucianism and 
Practical Learning is on the way to publication. Still other confer- 
ences are planned, dealing with Yiian thought and early Ch’ing 
thought, and these should help to fill in the picture of the develo- 
pment of Neo-Confucian thought up to the nineteenth century. 
Against this background we shall be in a much better position to 
assess the role of Neo-Confucianism in relation to the moderniza- 
tion of East Asia. 

The third development I should like to mention is the establish- 
ment of centers for the study of Confucian thought which facilit- 
ate research and scholarly exchange among the growing numbers 
of scholars coming into this field. At Columbia the Regional Sem- 
inar in Neo-Confucian Studies has become a focus for activity in 



34 




■■jw 


"" ”iira<4. in it>i 


Neo-Confucian Studies, Present and Future 


Dr. Wm. Theodore dcBary 

<Vice President, Columbia University) 


I appreciate the great honor you have done me in inviting me 
to address this conference on Neo-Confucianism and Yi Toegyo. 
My qualifications for this assignment are limited, and if I dare to 
address such a distinguished gathering of scholars, many of whom 
I consider to be my teachers, it is only to pay tribute to them 
and to the importance of the studies to which they have devoted 
themselves for many years. In that respect I can perhaps represent 
those in the Western world who have now come to recognize the 
value of the traditional Confucian learning shared by the peoples 
of East Asia and wish to join in the promotion of such studios. 

By the measure of our earlier ignorance we have indeed made 
great strides during the past fifteen years in advancing Neo-Conf- 
ucian studies in America. I shall not try to review that progress 
here in detail but will simply sum it up under three main points. 

First there has been the translation of Neo-Confucian texts, in 
source books or in whole works, so that the basic source material 
could be made available to the educated public and not remain 
inaccessible to all but the specialist who can read the original 
languages. The importance of this work of translation is often 
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